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In late January, Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez replaced one of his most trusted and influential
Cabinet ministers, Luis Miquilena, minister of the interior, in a move that some saw as evidence of
a "radicalization" of the Chavez administration. In addition, Chavez's relationship with the Catholic
Church hierarchy has become more contentious in recent weeks.
Miquilena, Chavez's mentor and one of the most influential members of his administration,
resigned Jan. 24 after weeks of speculation about disagreements regarding Chavez's stance toward
business, labor, opposition parties, and the news media (see NotiSur, 2002-01-18). Some analysts
said Miquilena favored dialogue between the government and the different social sectors, while
Chavez favored a more confrontational posture against those who disagreed with him.
In a recent interview, Miquilena, 83, said, "I've always been a man who has been in the minority.
To ask me not to try to reach agreement with those who are out of power is to ask me to go against
my nature." "Miquilena is the type of person who confronts everything and everyone, but he knows
when to stop the offensive," said political analyst Herbert Koeneke. "He fervently believes that
to govern one must minimize conflicts and at least forge a working relationship among political
adversaries."
Miquilena has been a key figure in many of the accomplishments of Chavez's "peaceful revolution."
He was president of the Asamblea Nacional Constituyente (ANC) between July 1999 and July 2000,
and Interior Minister in Chavez's first Cabinet. Along with Defense Minister Jose Vicente Rangel,
Miquilena has played a pivotal role in Chavez's political career. As a mentor to Chavez, Miquilena
encouraged him to run for office and to use his exceptional gift for igniting the enthusiasm and
support of the poor. At the Jan. 31 ceremony in which the new minister assumed his post, Chavez
called Miquilena his "second father."
Chavez named Ramon Rodriguez Chacin, a retired navy captain, as new interior minister.
The designation of Rodriguez brought speculation that Chavez was beginning his announced
"radicalization" of the government by adding another retired military officer to a key political post.
Rodriguez was chief of intelligence of the political police (DISIP) and acted as an intermediary
between the Venezuelan government and the Colombian guerrillas to win the release of a
Venezuelan woman who had been kidnapped by the rebels. His critics say he has little political,
civic, or social experience.

Chavez and the bishops clash again
Since he took office, the president has carried out major political and institutional reforms, but
analysts say he has so far been unable to implement economic policies that emphasize social
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development. Although still enjoying considerable support among the poor, Chavez's opponents
which include the media, the traditional political parties, and the Catholic Church hierarchy are
becoming more outspoken. The Catholic Church recently called for a "national dialogue," warning
that the political and social tension from the polarization of public sentiment around Chavez could
lead to violence.
Venezuela "is in the midst of growing sociopolitical unrest, which could result in violent clashes
at any moment, with consequences for the weak and the innocent," said a Conferencia Episcopal
Venezolana (CEV) document. "Finding a solution to our problems for which there is no single
formula demands the participation of all, and does not lie in a strategy of struggle to take over the
streets, but in sitting down at a table to engage in dialogue."
Papal Nuncio Andre Dupuy met with People's Defender German Mundarain, Attorney General
Isaias Rodriguez, and Comptroller-General Clodosbaldo Russian in January. Following the
meetings, Dupuy backed a call by the bishops to find a way for "peaceful coexistence" with the
government. "We believe the Church, with so many years of experience as a natural mediator, can
offer its experience and know-how," said Mundarain after the meeting with Dupuy. However, the
dialogue was thwarted by another public exchange between Chavez and church authorities that
began Jan. 23 when the hierarchy criticized three priests who officiated at a mass commemorating
the 1958 end of the Marco Perez Jimenez dictatorship. Chavez and members of his Cabinet attended
the nationally televised mass in a barrio in Caracas. The bishops said the priests "politicized"
religious services.
Chavez accused the hierarchy of intolerance toward priests who work among the poor, and he said
the attitude of some of the hierarchy was one of Venezuela's "tumors." Following that, on Jan. 24
during a protocol ceremony for the diplomatic corps, Dupuy, dean of the Venezuelan diplomatic
corps, said he was concerned about a possible radicalization of Chavez's revolution. Chavez said
Dupuy's remarks were unacceptable interference in internal Venezuelan affairs. The disputes
between Chavez and the hierarchy have become increasingly public.
An investigation into alleged financial irregularities in a charity overseen by Archbishop Baltasar
Porras of Merida and a cut in government funds allocated to the church's social programs have not
helped the tensions between the administration and the bishops. Last November, Defense Minister
Jose Vicente Rangel said some CEV documents "look like they have been drafted by the opposition."
Porras, president of the CEV, responded that the government "is as thin-skinned as a fifteen-yearold".
The hierarchy says it is dissatisfied with Chavez's accomplishments in his three years in
office. Porras criticized the strong role of the executive branch, the lack of participation by civil
organizations, and the president's fiery rhetoric. "We are worried that there is a greater interest in
lighting fires of hatred and smearing each other's image than in discovering what unites us," Porras
said. "We must ask ourselves sincerely why today, three years after the awakening of the hopeful
dream shared by a majority of Venezuelans, the panorama has become blurred, and corruption,
falseness, and opportunism abound?"
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Chavez on Jan. 27 accused Ignacio Velasco, the cardinal archbishop of Caracas, and other bishops
of being members of the political opposition, which he blames for most of the ills in the country.
Velasco responded, saying that the church is not going to continue "turning the other cheek" so that
Chavez can strike it again. "I have run out of cheeks, because every day there is another insult."
After the latest clashes, the CEV said it would not attend a meeting with the president that had been
scheduled for Jan. 28.
The bishops said Chavez's recent verbal attacks had thwarted any possibility of a productive
dialogue. "The recent denigrating actions and statements by the president and by some members
of the government directed against Cardinal Ignacio Velasco, the nuncio, Andre Dupuy, and the
church are totally unacceptable. Therefore, we consider that the conditions are not there that
would allow for a dialogue that would benefit the Venezuelan people and so we are declining the
presidential invitation," said Porras.
On Jan. 29, Defense Minister Rangel said the administration would continue its effort to dialogue
with the Catholic Church. "The hand of the president continues to be outstretched to the church to
arrange a meeting as soon as possible," said the minister. But the following day, Velasco turned up
the heat, with a veiled threat of excommunication. Velasco said that within Canon Law, the church
can, "for a very serious position taken by one of its children," proceed with excommunication.

-- End --
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